Research through design as a form of research inquiry is becoming a more common approach within HCI and Design. However, questions as to how research generated through this approach is validated, disseminated and perceived are of current debate. This paper describes the ethos and approach of a recent conference (Research Through Design (RTD)), which introduced a novel format foregrounding the research artifact through both exhibition and dialogical roundtable discussion sessions. We document critical reflections from organizers and delegates, which demonstrate how this format offers a more synergistic approach for the dissemination of 'research through design', and discuss key practical and philosophical challenges therein, contributing to a broader discussion of what it means to practice research through design as a form of inquiry.
Introduction
A new conference called Research Through Design (RTD) was held in September 2013 (figs. 1 & 2) , in conjunction with DPPI (Designing Pleasurable Products and Interfaces conference) under the rubric of Praxis and Poetics (www.praxisandpoetics.org/researchthroughdesign/). A primary aim of the conference was to foreground the materiality of design research, placing the artifacts of research practice center stage. A second aim was to create an environment purposefully and synergistically positioned for the presentation and discussion of 'research through design' practice. This paper has three central foci. Firstly, we describe our intentions, as the conference organizers, in creating a new format for the presentation of practice-based research, including the ethos and curatorial way of thinking that underpinned this process. Secondly, we document and discuss reflections from conference delegates about how practice-based research should be viewed, presented and discussed. These reflections reveal key issues and challenges for the dissemination of practice-based research. And finally, we turn to consider how the insights gained from the first RTD could contribute to a broader discussion of what it means to practice research through design as a form of inquiry; herein we offer up a case example of how the phrase has been interpreted, applied and shared by the practitioner community.
The Role of Practice in Design Research
An AHRC (Arts and Humanities Research Council, UK) review commissioned in 2007 [1] indicated a growing number and breadth of works in practice-based research in Art, Design and Architecture. Despite the growing popularity of practice-based research, one of the main stumbling blocks for practitioners has been a question surrounding the roles of artifacts in the production of theory and knowledge. Various models have been introduced and used to understand the role of practice in design knowledge production. One of the most commonly referred to is Read/Frayling/Archer's [2] into, through and for practice concept, which distinguishes design research approaches. Some have been critical of this model, including for example, Friedman [3] , whose criticism is based on a fundamental opposition to what he terms "an ill-defined series of notions that equate tacit knowledge with design knowledge, proposing tacit knowledge and design practice as a new form of theorizing". In recent years, a number of researchers from various design research communities have attempted to integrate the different approaches to knowledge production in design through the introduction of various models and concepts. These include Project-Grounded Research (Findeli [4] ), Interaction Design Model (Fallman [5] ), Constructive Research (Koskinen et al [6] ) and Research Through Design (Jonas [7] ). Relatedly, within the HCI community there has been some debate around the nature of research through design, wherein value of this research approach is recognized but the ways in which it is validated, disseminated and perceived in association with other approaches (particularly those from science) remain current challenges. Some have called for more formalization to adequately communicate and realize the potential of the approach in relation to other science-based disciplines and associated modes of knowledge production (Zimmerman [8] ), whilst others argue that calls for such forms of standardization are misplaced; that shared values and attributes already exist within research through design practice and that the suggested formalized reductions would inhibit both diversity and progress (Gaver [9] ). What commentators agree on however is the need for better ways to document this kind of research and more synergistic forums for the sharing and discussion of the work. This debate and the growing prevalence of 'research through design' projects are indicative of the timeliness of the RTD conference and our efforts herein to bring together these various models and understanding in our reflections.
The first Research Through Design Conference
Format of the conference The conference spanned three days and was held in Newcastle Upon Tyne/Gateshead, UK at the Baltic Centre for Contemporary Art, in a space that comprised a gallery, a large presentation room that could hold approximately 100 people (for joint keynote presentations with DPPI, and where DPPI as a single track conference was based), and two smaller rooms each accommodating approx. 35 people. Of the 55 delegates the majority were UK based, the remainder came from Australia, the Netherlands, Denmark, Italy and the US. There were a broad range of design and non-design disciplines represented: design spanned Interaction, Product, Fashion, Textile, Communication, Jewelry, Interior, Animation and Architecture; and contributions were included from broader HCI, medical and cyber security fields. In keeping with the inclusive and pluralistic approach of the conference, a broad range of themes was used to guide the submission process. The themes were designed to address creative practice as a form of research inquiry, and were categorized under the themes of Making (What do we experience?), Doing (How do we practice research?), Viewing (How do we perceive objects?), Meaning (How do we critique making and its outcomes?) and Being (What does it mean?).
Central to RTD was a curated exhibition ( fig.3 ) featuring the work of each author (e.g. physical artifacts from the research process and outcomes), which played a pivotal role throughout the conference. It afforded a platform for participants to display and communicate their work and a place to return to as the research underpinning, intrinsic to or exemplified in the artifacts was further discussed. The role of the artifact was not confined to the exhibition context however; they became part of the conversation and discussion in each presentation of the work. The conference format consisted of two full days of parallel tracked sessions, each comprising three or four short (15 minute) author presentations followed by a significantly longer (minimum 30 -40 minute) chaired, round-table discussion session amongst delegates and the presenters themselves in what we titled 'Rooms of Interest' (figs. 4 -6) to differentiate their format from the norm for presentation. The 'Rooms of Interest' were set up to offer a more informal and discursive environment with presenters and audience seated around a central table.
Presenters were invited to bring their artifact(s) from the gallery to have to-hand at the table and to use as they wished in the presentation and discussion. As a consequence artifacts were handled and explored by both presenters and audiences and used in various, dynamic ways to explain and understand the research. As such the exhibition became something fluid and the artifacts moved to occupy all areas of the conference maintaining their importance to the research and not mere supplementation to paper. Session chairs were invited by the conference committee because they were experienced, enthusiastic research through design practitioners and generous of spirit. Each chair had read the work of the presenters in her/his session in advance to coordinate focused discussion and brought her/his own style to manage how the session was alt.chi: Navel Gazing CHI 2014, One of a CHInd, Toronto, ON, Canada run (i.e. inviting the audience to handle artifacts, giving opportunities for demonstrations, introducing themes to discussion or allocating coffee breaks for informal conversation). In sum, the chairs played a key role in creating a constructive and supportive discussion.
Even though RTD's novel format was focused on the artifact (and here it is worth mentioning that there were also two performance pieces presented as more ephemeral forms of 'artifact' and also a poster track), we sought to retain the critical and intellectual content of a research conference. In order to do this authors were required to submit a written paper accompanied by illustrative images in addition to their artifacts. Initial abstracts were peer-reviewed and authors were asked to develop a four-page paper, demonstrating rigor by describing the research imperatives, process and outcomes and ensuring that the artifacts were contextualized as worked examples of 'research through design'. A second peer-review was carried out on the selected papers in advance of publication.
Motivation and ethos of RTD conference
Our primary motivation was to offer an alternative and more synergistic platform for practice-based design research to be presented, discussed and critiqued. The move towards alternate formats in disseminating practicebased research can be evidenced in the emergence of the exhibition space within conference proceedings (for example NORDCHI 2013) and the acceptance of increasingly visual paper formats such the DIS2014 Pictorials format (introduced for 2014), which encourages design practitioners to "express and unpack their design practices and projects in rich, heavily visual ways" [10] .
Significantly we were most strongly guided by our own instincts as makers and research through design practitioners. We recognized that most conference opportunities are analogous with those of non-design centric disciplines and that key features and dynamics of design researchers' work were being missed by these formats. We wanted to create a space that not only felt more in tune with research through design, but also supported the reflective discussion (and not just presentation) of the work in a democratic manner. Supporting a synthesis of different kinds of practicebased research was important (and we reflected this in our broad conference themes and eclectic groupings of work within sessions). In more general terms we also wanted to provide a supportive platform for early career researchers with a practitioner background and to be an approachable forum for those design practitioners who may be relatively new to research.
We wanted to further foreground practice by placing the artifact center stage. We speculated that having the artifact present (in the exhibition, presentations and discussions) would enable a more intimate connection to the topic and research. We also recognized that some work might still be in progress and therefore the submission process was intentionally open to work in this state. We acknowledged that the artifact may be the outcome or the process but also that some researchers use objects as intellectual tools -things to think through -acting as hypotheses or provocation (design-as-inquiry). Based on this idea we welcomed work where the object was the conduit to intellectual discussions whether philosophical or practical.
Our ethos for the conference, as artifact-focused, inclusive and critical, was embedded in how the conference was organized and run. This ethos steered the planning process, and was made evident in how we engaged with people not only during the review alt.chi: Navel Gazing CHI 2014, One of a CHInd, Toronto, ON, Canada process, but also in the exhibition organization and finally how the event was experienced. We maintained a focus on the detail that communicated that design was at the center of the event and not simply a subject focus. We naturally thus adopted the stance of 'designing' the event, focusing not just on academic rigor, but also in designing the experience for the participants. This was manifest in our communication materials (website, conference brochures and hand made origami name badges fig. 2 ), in the exhibition curation, and in establishing the 'Rooms of Interest'.
In summary, our vision for RTD and its novel format placed unique emphasis on artifacts and a 'hands on' experience to communicate the process of 'making as inquiry'. Leading from that, RTD aimed to foster inclusivity and diversity in participation by the practitioner community. Overall we wanted to devise a constructive break from conventional settings by inviting: (i) new and alternative conceptualizations of practice-based research; (ii) and mechanisms for communicating and translating that work to broader audiences.
Reflections on the event
Having described our motivations, ethos and intentions, we now turn to document and reflect on the conference experience, as captured from those involved. After RTD had taken place, we invited presenters, delegates, session chairs and others facilitating to provide critical feedback on their conference experience and the novel format, and to offer their suggestions for improving it. Feedback took the form of email responses and recorded telephone conversations. We collectively analyzed the collated responses, distilling key experiential features and practical learnings, which we set out in the remainder of this paper in conjunction with our own personal reflections on the RTD experience.
Presence of artifacts
Delegates felt that the unique presence of artifacts at RTD meant that they engaged more deeply with the material aspects of the research being presented. The artifacts, placed center stage, served as 'tangible anchors' to transform the discussions, particularly when involving people from differing disciplinary backgrounds. As such, the discussions were characterized as 'rich and inclusive', as captured succinctly by the following two delegate comments: " and "not having presenters disappear when they sit down" further encouraged discussion. Having the object present transformed the type of discussions and questions posed. In turn, the setting created a more open platform for disseminating research in diverse ways; it encouraged more than one form of communication, "which was really different from the usual research conferences". The novelty of the format challenged delegate expectations, making sessions "compelling" and "refreshing" in structure.
The majority of delegate feedback conveyed that RTD created a supportive and egalitarian environment. This is not to say that there weren't any critical discussions happening, but that people felt a sense of "being at ease" and "sharing" that in turn made for what delegates repeatedly termed a "more emotional" and "more human" engagement between people and things, and a more "involved group". We can't presume that this was a consequence of the novel format per se, as the setting and nature of people involved no doubt played a part. Delegates were explicit in describing that the round- This feedback highlighted for us that the format afforded a supportive yet critically discursive atmosphere. The sessions did not have a prescriptive format, which meant that session chairs could allow things to be more ad hoc as a way of ensuring a fluidity of discussion whilst maintaining a focus. The delegates' reflections collectively centered on placing the human first rather than the work. By creating an environment 
Critical reflections and learnings
Aspects for improvement RTD was a new and experimental format and as such we were unsure how it would be received. Whilst we have received much positive feedback from delegates, we have also received constructive, critical insights about how the format could be improved in the future. We will now present some key aspects for improvement to emerge from our feedback and reflections.
The focus on artifacts might have disadvantaged researchers who are not predominantly practitioners but for whom materiality and practice are of interest or importance. As one participant commented:
"As someone who is neither a creative practitioner nor a designer, exhibiting their work in addition to writing a paper was quite daunting, especially during the round table session. I wasn't exactly comfortable in the space, but I think it's very valuable to be challenged and inspired."
This is an interesting point and it seems natural that a non-design researcher may feel daunted by a conference that foregrounds artifacts. Rather than seeing RTD as something just for designers however we will strive to create a forum that is attractive and stimulating for researchers from other disciplines also for two key reasons: firstly, we and delegates found it incredibly important to gain the non-design specific insights, critique and comments from delegates as this repeatedly contextualized the work in challenging and constructive ways; and secondly, design researchers increasingly work in interdisciplinary teams, and to that end we feel there is a need for dissemination platforms that engage with and support the hybridity that arises within such multidisciplinary contexts whilst foregrounding design and the artifacts that emerge from the research.
With respect to documentation of the conference event, whilst RTD was captured through photography and social media, we have since considered the potential value of video documentation. Some delegates said that the double-track programme meant that they missed half of the presentations. This sat in tension with the overall sense of intimacy that was experienced. However, a alt.chi: Navel Gazing CHI 2014, One of a CHInd, Toronto, ON, Canada single-track structure working with the same volume of delegates would diminish the potential for intimate round-table discussion. This has led us to consider how video documentation of each session could be relayed to the delegate group as a whole (potentially at the start or end of the day). In broad terms, we thus identify a rich opportunity for capturing and documenting conference sessions in the future in ways that support the communication of proceedings during the conference event as well as a comprehensive record for wider dissemination post-hoc.
Challenges
We now turn to our own critical reflections on the organizational challenges that we faced and the implications of these for dissemination of research through design more generally.
The diverse collection of artifacts submitted to RTD presented an interesting challenge for the exhibition curators. Beyond the common logistical complexities of exhibition construction and accommodating heterogeneous work were curatorial challenges in how work was displayed to convey the research content and not merely the artifact. The exhibition curators were in close discussion with participants about this matter in the run-up to the event. This is a key challenge for conferences exhibitions.
Both rounds of abstract review process generated questions about review criteria. Agreeing on the merit of submissions was difficult when there was perceived disparity between the quality of the research and the quality of the artifacts involved. The review processes had to be carefully facilitated by the paper chairs to mediate this. Discussions around balancing sound academic research with an well-designed, well-crafted objects was a voiced tension throughout and heightened when artifacts were yet to be made by authors or at prototype stage. This tension had to be negotiated and resolved by the papers chairs, which points to the ongoing question around the role of artifacts in practicebased research (a point we will turn to below).
Since the format was novel, many participants had few preconceptions about what to expect, especially from the exhibition. For example, we had a few accepted participants who expected their work to be exhibited even though they did not intend to present in the conference. We also had instances where the artifacts were not completed in time, and this brought up the philosophical question whether it would go against the ethos of the conference if a participant was allowed to present without the object?
The general success of the round-table format in the Rooms of Interest was not only due to the physicality of the space, but importantly to the skill of the session chairs. Some sessions were deemed more successful than others by virtue of having a skilled chair who facilitated the discussion well. Perhaps this is symptomatic of the mixing of formal with informal which frames an interesting tension. We, even more strongly than before, appreciate the abilities of session chairs who have the confidence and experience to create this balance between an inviting and informal environment that maintains momentum and critical discussion. As such our attention is focused on how we guide less experienced facilitators for future conferences.
Discussion: Future RTD Having critically reflected upon delegates' feedback and our own insights, we now turn to consider how the RTD format could be taken forward in future conference alt.chi: Navel Gazing CHI 2014, One of a CHInd, Toronto, ON, Canada planning. We also consider how some of the issues raised during the development and running of the first conference inform the current discussion around practice-based research.
One of the burning debates in both Design and HCI disciplines is how to document the realities of research through design practice more analogously. Whilst the traditional conference paper, journal or essay format provides valuable and valid space (we are not disputing this), we also acknowledge that something more multilayered with less singular linearity (i.e. a format that supports a cyclical or iterative narrative rather than a linear telling of the research 'story' or process) would offer greater potential to reflect the genuine nature of the practice and afford clearer description of the research findings and processes. We turn to Bowers [11] and Gaver [9] here to consider one potential solution through annotated portfolios and how this could be introduced (potentially in addition to a paper or in place of) for RTD. Through RTD going forward we have the opportunity not only to experiment and explore potential ways to present practice-based research but also to view the conference as a forum to trial and critique certain approaches. The format of dissemination is, of course, only one side of this coin -there are significant challenges to how new formats (whether akin to annotated portfolios or artifact in exhibition plus paper) are reviewed and how to assess across all components. There continues to be tension in general terms -and as borne out in our experiences of RTD -between wellwritten research accompanied by a not-so-well-made artifact, and vice versa. Entwined herein is another key issue; that of the wide-ranging roles that the artifact takes within research and how an author communicates this. For some, the artifact is a completed outcome where craft skill and aesthetics are key, for others artifacts are points on a research trajectory and are not meant to stand as fully realized products or to be judged by the level of competence in how they are made. For a reviewing process this is naturally complex. Equally by foregrounding the artifact we are forced to consider how RTD can best serve practices that have more ephemeral components, for example experiential pieces? These remain difficult issues to address, especially when research through design projects are practiced by a diverse set of researchers and in collaboration with nondesigners, but they are things that we are interested to be working with in our development of the conference from a practical and philosophical viewpoint.
In contemplating the Rooms of Interest and how they played out, we can see that they offered something far more dialogical (akin in some ways to what we as designers recognize as a group critique) than that afforded by a traditional conference. There was space for various, alternative forms of engagement, from constructive criticism and problem solving, to debate and reflective discourse. We suggest that this was fuelled in a compelling way by the fact that artifacts themselves are dialogical things. It is almost impossible to impose any one reading on an artifact and it suggests that meaning arise with the interaction with the artifacts and the discussion in the Rooms of Interest. This is what is understood as dialogical interaction with the crafted artefact [12] [13] . The presence of the artifacts in the center (literally) of the round-table discussions meant that delegates were attending to many different elements of the work during one sitting (materiality, form, craft skill, production methods, meaning, proposition, relationship to other elements of the work) and this led to more engaged and exploratory group dialogues.
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Based on our experience of motivating and running the first conference, we acknowledge that RTD raises a number of philosophical and pragmatic opportunities and challenges of relevance to the Design and HCI communities. Looking ahead to the future, we identify the rich potential for RTD to address these opportunities and challenges and grow as an experimental and supportive space for sharing and disseminating practicebased research
This paper covers an aspect of disseminating research though design work that has largely been absent from the scholarly community in a way that seems useful. Rather than papers, articles, and conference presentations as the format of record, an event-based exhibition seems helpful, especially when coupled with novel documentation methods like the annotated portfolios advanced by Bowers and Gaver, mentioned in the paper.
While this is an excellent first step, and one I'm very excited by, I'd also be very interested in how this kind of event-as-documentation can be made persistent. Is there a role for exhibitions of RTD work as some sort of archive? How can the material and sensual qualities of the artifact-driven nature of RTD work be made salient across distances and over time? One of the things that has always frustrated me about many research-through-design projects is that for all of the playfulness and inspirational qualities of the system or artifact, there remains few ways of experiencing or interacting with it. Exhibitions like these seem like a fantastic first step towards bringing these varieties of devices and systems off of the page, at least for that moment.
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